Patterns of buprenorphine/naloxone prescribing: an analysis of claims data from Massachusetts.
Background: The brand name Suboxone and its generic formulation buprenorphine/naloxone is a medication for treating opioid use disorder. While this medication has been shown to be effective, little research has examined the extent to which it is being prescribed and under what circumstances.Objective: This study examined patterns of prescription claims for buprenorphine/naloxone in terms of volume and associated clinical conditions.Methods: The study was conducted using a statewide database comprising pharmacy and medical claims that were covered by commercial health insurance plans in Massachusetts between 2011 and 2015. Trends in prescription volume for buprenorphine/naloxone were assessed based on the annual number of patients with a prescription for buprenorphine/naloxone. To examine clinical conditions associated with buprenorphine/naloxone prescriptions, patients' pharmacy claims were linked to their medical claims within the prior three months. For patients with common pain-related conditions, the odds they were prescribed buprenorphine/naloxone rather than oxycodone, a widely used opioid for pain management, were also examined.Results: The number of patients with a buprenorphine/naloxone prescription increased substantially during the study period, from approximately 25,000 in 2011 to over 39,000 in 2015. The most common clinical condition associated with buprenorphine/naloxone prescribing was opioid use disorder, but a substantial percentage of prescriptions were preceded by diagnoses that included pain or were for pain alone.Conclusion: A substantial increase in the number of patients with a prescription for buprenorphine/naloxone was observed. While buprenorphine/naloxone is most frequently prescribed for opioid use disorder, clinicians also appear to prescribe it for pain, particularly for patients who may be at elevated risk for opioid use disorder.